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Abstract
It has been argued that the Australian Association of Social Workers (AASW) not only
has a mandate, but also an important role to play in influencing social debates for the
benefit of the users of social services and, further, that as a professional association, it is
ideally positioned to do so. However, the AASW has been criticised for failing to meet this
mandate and have any lasting impact on the formulation of social policy. In the present
article, the author considers the process by which the AASW engages in social policy
debates and speculates on the historical, cultural, and structural factors that may impede
its ability to do so. From this analysis, strategies are suggested for the AASW to increase
its impact on the formulation of social policy.
Keywords: Australian Association of Social Workers (AASW); Professional Social Work;
Social Policy
It has been argued that social workers, because of their expertise and unique
positioning, have an important role to play in the development of social policy
(Crimeen & Wilson, 1997; Dominelli, 1999), but that they need the support of
professional associations to make an effective contribution to social policy debates
(Dietz Domanski, 1998). However, the Australian Association of Social Workers
(AASW), has been criticized for what has been perceived as a failure to meet this
mandate and significantly influence the formulation of social policy (Ife, 1997;
Mendes, 1998, 2003a). In the present article, the author considers the approach of the
AASW to social policy debates, with particular reference to poverty, and, more
broadly, the political philosophy of neoliberalism and the economic rationalisation of
welfare services in Australia. The structural, cultural, and historical factors that have
shaped how the AASW has engaged in the formulation of social policy are analysed
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and suggestions made for developing possible strategies for the AASW to engage
more effectively in policy analysis and development in the future. The first section of
the paper explores the possible role of social workers, and particularly their
professional organisations in the formulation of social policy.
Professional Social Work Associations and Social Policy Debates
Historically, the need for social workers to be concerned with political and social
change has been primarily articulated by proponents of Marxist social work
(Corrigan & Leonard, 1978; Fook, 1993; Petruchinia & Thorpe, 1990). Achievement
of social change was conceptualised in two ways by these early writers (Howe, 1987).
Social workers were cast as either ‘‘revolutionaries’’, concerned with collective political
action to effect structural change or ‘‘raisers of consciousness’’ to ‘‘facilitate people’s
awareness of the structural and ideological forces which perpetuate their oppression
and subordination’’ (Petruchinia & Thorpe, 1990, p. 12). These themes have
continued, with Jordan (1990) arguing that social workers should engage with
clients as citizens to challenge oppression, Mullaly (1997) proposing that structural
change must occur in society, and Ife (1997) contending that social work must work
within a humanist and anarchist discourse. The role of social workers in the
formulation of social policy and in challenging the structures that perpetuate
oppression is enshrined in the AASW Code of Ethics (AASW, 1999).
It is also argued that social work’s unique approach, which connects individuals
and their social environment, and its privileged view of the individual effects of social
policy mean that it has an important role to play in the formulation of social policy
(Dietz Domanski, 1998; Schneider & Netting, 1999; Stuart, 1999; see also Laumann
& Knoke, 1987; Peterson, 1990).
Social workers are in a unique position to increase the political salience of social
problems. Expertise and ‘‘interests’’ place social workers as mainstream policy actors
who can make a difference in policy design, implementation and outcomes. (Burch,
1991, cited in Dietz Domanski, 1998, p. 1)
Dietz Domanski (1998) conceptualises potential roles for social workers in
influencing social policy as communicator, advocate, voter, lobbyist, persuader,
collaborator, campaigner, individualist, witness, and activist. However, a comparative
study of the political activities of social workers in New South Wales (Australia), New
Zealand, and KwaZulu-Natal (South Africa) suggests that individual social workers
are most involved in problem definition and articulation, as well as policy evaluation,
and they are not well positioned to influence the more generative phases of policy
development (Gray, Collett van Rooyen, Rennie, & Gaha, 2002). Interestingly, this
research did not mention the role of professional social work associations, especially
as Dietz Domanski (1998) argued that the support of schools of social work and
professional associations will increase social workers’ effectiveness in influencing
social policy agendas. Although social workers may be politically active through
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forming alliances with or joining welfare lobby groups and political parties, it is the
role of the AASW, as a professional association, that is the focus of the present article.
Social work has a long history of involvement in the formulation of social policy,
both in the USA (Schneider & Netting, 1999; Stuart, 1999) and Australia (Mendes,
1998). Mendes (2003a) described how the Victorian Branch of the AASW has been
involved in key debates, such as capital punishment, equal pay, young people
requiring care away from home, and state assistance to widows and battered babies.
The national association has also been active, most notably in supporting Aboriginal
rights (Mendes, 1998).
It has also been argued that the need for social workers to become active in social
policy debates has become more important since the introduction of individualist
economic rationalist public and social policies (Crimeen & Wilson, 1997). Such
policies ‘‘place the emphasis more on seeking managerial solutions to targeted
problems rather than focusing on broad social objectives such as the pursuit of social
justice’’ (Crimeen & Wilson, 1997, p. 48). Many services for clients have been cut back
or stopped (Bursian, 1995, cited in Crimeen & Wilson, 1997). Relationships between
social workers and clients have been compromised (Holman, 1993; Jordan, 1998,
cited in Crimeen & Wilson, 1997) and social workers have lost their advocacy role
with clients (Holman, 1993). Social work, as an activity, has also moved more
towards social control than social care and the pursuit of social justice (Jordan, cited
in Crimeen & Wilson, 1997). According to Hugman (1998), the privatisation of
services as part of the economic rationalisation of welfare services has also been
considered to be in opposition to the core values and ethics of social workers. The
opposition arises between those who would consider welfare spending as a
contribution and those who would see it as drain on economic resources, and
between those who believe that social welfare is a matter of social justice and those
who consider it to be benevolence. This amounts to a clash between two distinctive
social philosophies (Hugman, 1998) or ‘‘ideologies’’ (Mendes, 2003a)regarding the
provision of social welfare. Therefore, economic rationalism not only threatens the
activity of social workers in providing services, but also the existence of social work as
a profession; indeed, the social work profession is faced with a choice between
maintaining its core values or their abandonment in favor of those of neoliberal
governments (Crimeen & Wilson, 1997).
There has been strong criticism that social workers have not mounted any
resistance to economic rationalism. For example, Jamrozik (1995, cited in Crimeen &
Wilson, 1997) argues that the social work profession has ‘‘allowed itself to become an
instrument of the dominant order of economic rationalism’’ (p. 10). Similarly, Ife
(1995, cited in Crimeen & Wilson, 1997) comments that social workers have let
economic rationalists dominate the current political, economic and social debates
and have been content to work within the new regime.
Whatever role social workers take in becoming involved in debates about social
policy, the need to act collectively and in a way that is representative is important
(Mendes, 1998). One way to do this is to expand the influence of professional
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associations (Dietz Domanski, 1998). Crimeen and Wilson (1997) propose that social
work needs to mobilise against the economic rationalist paradigm for its very
survival. Indeed, they argue that rather than narrowing the support base for social
work by building defensive barriers to entry to the professional association, the role
of the professional association should be to provide the forum for political coalitions
that can organise resistance to the dominant paradigm of economic rationalism. They
argue that the AASW is ideally positioned to provide this forum given that it is
located outside the market place of the purchaser/provider split. Many social workers
are also employed in state and federal government agencies, or agencies directly
funded by government, which limits their ability to challenge or influence social
policy debates. The AASW provides a means for social workers, whose participation
in political action is limited by their employer, to contribute to social policy debates.
In summary, professional social work associations, such as the AASW, have an
important role in supporting social workers to affect the formulation of social policy.
At this time, various authors argue that a priority for political action by social
workers should be in providing opposition to neoliberal ideology. However, it must
be acknowledged that a professional association is required to represent the political
views of its membership. In defining political action as effecting social change that is
considered to be in the best interests of clients (Gray, 1996), opposing the neoliberal
agenda has to be recognised as a political stance that may not be shared by all
members. In the next section, the current role, structure, and function of the AASW,
particularly how it approaches social policy debates, will be considered.
The AASW and Social Policy Debates
The AASW is the professional body that aims to represent social workers and the
social work profession in Australia. It has 6200 members (AASW, 2004) and is
structured as a national company limited by liability, incorporated in the ACT, with
10 separate branches. According to its website (http://www.aasw.asn.au), the specific
objectives of the AASW are to:
1. Promote the profession of social work.
2. Provide an organisation through which social workers can develop a professional
identity.
3. Establish, monitor, and improve practice standards.
4. Contribute to the development of social work knowledge and research.
5. Advocate on behalf of clients.
6. Actively support social structures and policies pursuant to the promotion of social
justice.
As reflected in the ordering of the priorities of the objectives stated above, the key
activities of the association, which are presumably in line with the expectations of its
members, are that it promotes their interests and the interests of the profession in
terms of ensuring that social workers engage in ethical practice. It also sets and
Australian Social Work 169
D
o
w
n
lo
ad
ed
 B
y:
 [
De
ak
in
 U
ni
ve
rs
it
y]
 A
t:
 0
1:
48
 1
1 
Ma
y 
20
10
monitors educational standards. Examples of this are the role of the AASW in
assessing and accrediting Bachelor of Social Work (BSW) programs in Australian
universities (AASW, 2005) and advocating for social workers to become registered
with a central body (AASW, 2004). How the AASW approaches social policy debates
is encapsulated in the following page on the website:
The AASW strives to advance social policy that is in accord with the values,
principles of practice and social justice principles as set out in the Code of Ethics
(1999); is in harmony with the views of members; and leads to enhanced societal
well being. The principle of social justice is the basis for the AASW’s social policy
work. (AASW, 2006b)
Perhaps in response to criticism that it lacks a clear vision of how it should
approach promoting social change to achieve social justice goals (Mendes, 2003b),
the AASW has also established a process whereby the ‘‘position’’ of the association in
relation to social justice issues as they relate to specific areas of practice and client
groups can be developed:
Position Papers
It is the intention of the AASW to develop a series of position papers on significant
social policy issues. The development of the papers will be initiated by the National
Social Policy Committee (NSPC), in consultation with the Board.
A major strength of AASW position papers will be that they will be informed by the
skills and knowledge of our membership. Members’ input will be obtained through
thorough consultation processes. (AASW, 2006c)
The activities of the NPSC in intervening in social policy debates also appear to have
been increased for 2006, according to The National Bulletin (20061), an excerpt of
which appears on the AASW website. The excerpt reports on the decision of the
NPSC to review their terms of reference and appoint an ‘‘AASW Panel of Expert
Advisors’’ who can be ‘‘called upon to respond quickly to current policy issues’’. The
Committee also identifies three specific areas of social policy for focusing its attention
for 2006/2007: (a) Welfare Reform and Work Choices legislation, (b) Mental Health
policy, and (c) Anti-terrorism legislation. The next section considers some of the
strategies that have been used by the AASW to intervene in social policy debates and
particularly how the AASW has mounted opposition to neoliberal philosophies and
economic rationalism.
Interventions in Social Policy Debates
Although Mendes (2003a) criticises the AASW for trying to act on behalf of clients,
he says that one thing it can do is ‘‘present the informed and value based views of a
professional group regarding the impact of government policies on welfare services
and outcomes’’ (p. 150). Such views are represented in submissions to both state
1 Volume 16 (2 May June), 2006
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and federal governments. An example of this is the Submission to the House of
Representatives Family and Community Affairs Committee Inquiry into Child Custody
Arrangements in the Event of Family Separation (August 2003) by the AASW (AASW,
2003a). This document provides a practitioner’s view of how the current legal system
operates in relation to child custody arrangements and relies on the unique and
privileged view of social work practitioners for its authenticity (as suggested by Dietz
Domanski, 1998; Schneider & Netting, 1999; Stuart, 1999). Indeed, the unique
experience of social workers is used to challenge some of the underlying and
erroneous assumptions that underlie the terms of reference for the inquiry and
proposed changes to legislation.
Similarly, the Australian Association of Social Workers Submission to the Senate
Community Affairs References Committee Inquiry into Poverty March 2003 (AASW,
2003b) is an interesting example of how the AASW approaches social policy debates
through submissions to state and federal government committees, particularly in
relation to the mandate that is argued for by Hugman (1998) and Crimeen and
Wilson (1997) as outlined above. This mandate can be summarised as the social work
profession offering opposition to the political ideology of neoliberalism and the
retrenchment of the welfare state. A pertinent question is whether the AASW, in this
particular submission, offered an alternative view for the provision of welfare,
focusing on the issue of poverty, or whether social workers have, as Jamrozik (1995,
cited in Crimeen & Wilson, 1997) and Ife (1995, cited in Crimeen & Wilson, 1997)
suggest, allowed economic rationalists to dominate the agenda for social change.
The submission did not engage in economic debate about levels of unemployment
and economic cycles; rather, it conceptualised the issue of poverty as a denial of
human rights, with reference to the 1966 Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights . This was significant because it moved the issue of poverty from the realm of
an economic problem, which could be addressed by fiscal policy that may be in
accordance with, but is certainly not deleterious to, what is considered ‘‘good’’ for the
national economy, to the moral realm of the denial of basic human rights. Hence, the
impetus for change to address the problem of poverty was argued in terms of an
ethical imperative concerning human rights rather than an economic one.
The submission also challenged some of the key ideas that emerge from neoliberal
philosophies with regard to the provision of welfare services and some of the inherent
assumptions about the recipients of welfare services. The submission argued strongly
against the individualisation of social problems, the blaming of individuals for the
structural causes of poverty (e.g., AASW, 2003a). The idea that people chose not to
work and that they then chose poverty as a way to live was also challenged. ‘‘Mutual
obligation’’ as a notion that individualises social problems and constructs income
support as a privilege rather than a right was also challenged. The economic
rationalist approach to the provision of welfare (the purchaser/provider split) was
also criticised for its effect in reducing services and not actually helping those in need.
Towards the end of the submission, it was argued that, after years of concentrating on
building the wealth of the nation, it was time to attend to issues of fair distribution of
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the wealth that has been created. However, assessing the effect of this submission is
beyond the scope of the present article.
Another example of a direct strategy that the AASW used to intervene in social
policy debates was provided by a letter that was sent to the Minister for Employment
and Workplace Relations, The Honorable Kevin Andrews, MP, on February 3, 2006,
by Bob Lonne, National President of the AASW, which expressed the concerns of
the AASW in relation to the Welfare to Work legislative changes. In his reply (which
was copied to the Prime Minister, John Howard), Mr Andrews provided details of
government policies and strategies that are designed to address the concerns raised by
Bob Lonne about the effects of Welfare to Work. Notably, Mr Andrews declined the
offer of collaboration with members of the AASW in the evaluation of the new policy.
In his reply, Mr Andrews also indicated that people who are being considered for an
8-week loss of payments will be assessed by a ‘‘Centrelink specialist officer’’ in terms
of whether this would cause hardship for children, but speculates that the numbers of
such cases will be very low. Although it is not clear that this letter had any impact on
government policy in relation to Welfare to Work, the information about the role of
‘‘specialist Centrelink officers’’ and speculation about low numbers do, perhaps,
provide prompts for further vigilance by AASW members and future perspectives
from which to critique the Welfare to Work policy. Both letters are freely available on
the AASW website (AASW, 2006d).
An indirect strategy that the AASW has used to intervene in debates about social
policy is ‘‘Networking and forming partnerships to achieve positive outcomes for
disadvantaged and/or marginalised people including representation on Boards of
other peak organisations’’ (AASW, 2003a). Hence, the AASW is a ‘‘National Member
Organisation’’ of the Australian Council of Social Service, an organisation that acts as
a ‘‘peak council’’ of the community services and welfare sector with the main aim of
reducing ‘‘poverty and inequality by developing and promoting socially, economically
and environmentally responsible public policy and action by government, commu-
nity and business while supporting non-government organisations which provide
assistance to vulnerable Australians’’ (Australian Council of Social Service [ACOSS],
2005). ACOSS has 75 National Member Organisations, all of which are represented
on the Board of Governors of ACOSS.
Although the above strategies are examples that have been used by the National
Office of the AASW, the branch offices have also, historically, made significant
contributions to social policy debates using similar strategies. Mendes (2003a), for
example, described the political activities of the Victorian Branch back to 1932 (as
mentioned above), although commented that the most recent period (1997 onwards)
has seen the demise of political action in the Victorian Branch. One recent example of
direct branch action is the New South Wales Branch Submission to the Committee on
Health Care Complaints: Registration of Social Workers (AASW NSW Branch, 2006).
Branches also use media releases to address social issues, an example being a recent
press release by the Northern Territory Branch (AASW NT Branch Media Release
8/62006; http://www.aasw.asn.au/adobe/about/branches/nt/AASWNT%20media%20
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release%20June%202006.pdf) in response to media attention being given to Northern
Territory Indigenous communities caused by the report of Dr Nanette Rogers, Crown
Prosecutor in Charge, Alice Springs.
The purpose of this section is not to provide a systematic analysis of the social
policy interventions of the AASW but, rather, to provide examples of the activities
engaged in by both the National and Branch Offices. In particular, the analysis of the
AASW’s submission to the Senate Inquiry into Poverty 2003 demonstrates a
commitment to mounting opposition to neoliberal philosophies and economic
rationalism (AASW, 2003b). However, Mendes (1998, 2003a, 2005), in particular, is
clear that the AASW should be more politically active and take a greater role in social
policy debates. He suggested two things that the AASW has to do to ‘‘translate its
stated social justice philosophy into a serious policy commitment’’ (Mendes, 1998, p.
13). The first thing is that the AASW needs to ‘‘issue a formal statement of
philosophy/ideology which explicitly defines the meaning of social justice for social
workers’’ (Mendes, 1998, p. 13). Mendes suggested that the AASW follow Mullaly’s
(1997) lead in defining social democratic or socialist beliefs as being most compatible
with the ideals of social work. The adoption of a human rights perspective, as in the
Submission to the Senate Community Affairs Reference Committee Inquiry into Poverty
March 2003 discussed above, could be considered as an attempt at translating social
justice philosophy into policy commitment, but it falls short of issuing a formal
statement. Second, according to Mendes (1998), the AASW needs to state its
commitment to a number of concrete social justice objectives. He suggests examples
such as a fairer and more egalitarian distribution of wealth, a minimum income
scheme, and adequate health care and housing. To an extent, the development of
position papers and the priorities for 2006/2007 for the NSPC mentioned above
could be considered as moves towards achieving this. The following section considers
the historical, cultural, and structural factors that affect (and limit) the ability of the
AASW to engage in social policy debates.
Historical, Cultural, and Structural Impediments to Developing a New Strategy
Although acknowledging that the AASW contributes to social policy debates, the
factors that limit its contribution need to considered. As Mendes (2003a) noted, we
‘‘require greater understanding of those political, professional and organizational
factors, which have either inhibited or enhanced social work activism’’ (p. 7) in order
that strategies can be developed to enhance its effectiveness in social policy debates. It
does not appear from the following social work literature that the AASW has
historically been a consistent force in social policy debates. Scott (1981, cited in
Mendes, 2003b) expressed serious disappointment at the failure of professional social
workers, and particularly the AASW, to take a leading role in social action. West
(1991, cited in Mendes, 2003b) lamented that there was no attempt by social workers
during the 1950s and 1960s to publicly challenge repressive social policies, such as the
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removal of Aboriginal children or the coerced adoptions of children born to single
mothers.
Historically, it is questionable whether the AASW should be engaging in political
activism. In 1975, when the membership of the AASW voted to split the organisation
into two separate parts, a trade union known as the Australian Social Welfare Union
(ASWU) and the AASW, the function of ASWU was to ‘‘participate in political and
policy debates’’ (Mendes, 2003b, p. 22), whereas the AASW would concentrate on
‘‘professional education and accreditation issues’’ (Mendes, 2003b, p. 22). The ASWU
became amalgamated into the Australian Municipal Transport Energy Water Ports
Community and Information Services Union, otherwise known as the Australian
Services Union, in 1992 and its members now form the Social and Community
Services Sector Industry Division within the ASU (Australian Trade Union Archives,
2005). Therefore, a significant inhibitor to the AASW intervening in social policy
debates is that it was not established to do so.
The fact that the AASW was not originally established to intervene in social policy
debates, but rather to concentrate on promoting the interests of its professional
members, is reflected in the current ordering of the priorities of the AASW, as
mentioned above. This has created a culture within the association that has drawn
criticism that the membership is unsupportive of political action (Mendes, 1998)
and, further, that politically committed social workers feel they are only able to
pursue social policy interventions outside the structures of the association (Ife, 1997).
Mendes cited studies of the political activities of social workers, such as Rowan (1992)
and Weeks (1996), that make ‘‘little, if any, reference to links with the AASW’’
(Mendes, 2003b, p. 16). Similarly, Gray et al.’s (2002) research, as mentioned above,
made no reference to the professional associations of the social workers studied in
Australia, New Zealand, or South Africa.
In addition to historical and cultural factors, there are also structural factors, most
notably the size of the membership, which limit the participation of the AASW in
social policy debates. As Ife (1997) argued, ‘‘their numbers are too small and their
political power too weak’’ (p. 202). Compared with other professions, like medicine
and psychology, the membership of the AASW is relatively small: the Australian
Psychological Society (APS) has 15 000 members (over twice that of the AASW) and
the Australian Medical Association (AMA) has over 27 000 members (4.5-fold that of
the AASW). A relatively small membership is problematic for two reasons. First, it is
questionable whether the AASW actually represents the views of social workers in
Australia. The membership of the AASW is 6200, but Healy (2004) quoted Australian
Bureau of Statistics 2001 figures that suggest that there are 9111 people employed as
social workers and 8987 employed as welfare workers. Even acknowledging the
problems with the definitions of the two roles used by the ABS raised by Healy
(2004), the figures suggest that the AASW only represents a proportion of people who
could be considered to be engaged in the social welfare industry. Second, a relatively
small membership means that the AASW, compared with other professional
associations, lacks revenue for mounting and sustaining political action. Without
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engaging in a debate about whether the AASW should raise its membership fees, a
comparative lack of revenue is also reflected in a comparison of the fees for full
members for the AASW, the APS and the AMA, at Au$406 (AASW, 2006a), Au$505
(APS, 2006), and Au$738 (AMA, 2006) respectively (amounts that are undoubtedly
proportionate to earnings).
If the AASW wants to increase its political power, then strategies to increase
membership need to be developed, although this becomes problematic when the
means to achieve this are considered. Compulsory registration of social workers,
assuming that this was under the auspices of the AASW and entailed compulsory
membership, would appear to be one strategy. However, although this may increase
revenue and the means to sustain political action, it may lead to less political action.
Attempts to regulate professional social work through compulsory registration may
conflict with taking an active political stance to oppose neoliberal political
philosophies by aligning the association with the very forces it seeks to counter,
that is, the ‘‘establishment’’ (Burkett & MacDonald, 2005). However, Burkett and
MacDonald’s (2005) conceptualisation of political action and professionalisation
through compulsory registration as being incompatible perhaps oversimplifies the
situation. It is conceivable that increased political action is compatible with
compulsory registration, given the mandate provided by the AASW Code of Ethics
(1999) to advocate on behalf clients by intervening in social policy debates (or to
assist clients to find their own voice). Compulsory registration, whether through the
AASW or a government agency, may raise the profile of social work and,
consequently, its explicit commitment to promoting social justice.
Although there are many other aspects to the debate about the challenges that
compulsory registration may entail, it is beyond the scope of the present article to
explore them, except in relation to increasing the membership of professional
associations. The suggestion here is that compulsory registration may be part of a
strategy to address the structural issue of a lack of members and revenue assuming
that it does not become an exercise in building defensive barriers to the profession,
thereby narrowing, rather than expanding, the support base (Crimeen & Wilson,
1997). Further, such a strategy need not necessarily conflict with an agenda for social
justice through intervention in social policy debates.
Given that, in Australia, compulsory registration of social workers is not (yet)
required, it would be appropriate to draw from the experiences of other countries
that have taken this path to inform our debate. In countries where compulsory
registration of social workers has become mandatory, the memberships of profes-
sional organisations that have a remit to intervene in social policy debates have not
necessarily increased. For example, compulsory registration of social workers with the
General Social Care Council was introduced in 2005 in the UK. Although the
membership of the British Association of Social Workers (BASW) has been increasing
over the past 5 years, from 8500 in 2001 (Winchester, 2001) to 10 000 in 2005
(Community Care, 2005) and 11 000 in 2006 (Community Care, 2006a), compulsory
registration has not led to an increase in membership in proportion to the number of
Australian Social Work 175
D
o
w
n
lo
ad
ed
 B
y:
 [
De
ak
in
 U
ni
ve
rs
it
y]
 A
t:
 0
1:
48
 1
1 
Ma
y 
20
10
registered social workers, which stands at 75 000 (Community Care, 2006b). Ray
Jones, the recently appointed BASW Chair, has made a commitment to increase the
membership of BASW during his term of office in order to increase its effectiveness in
social policy debates. He has also drawn unfavorable comparisons between social
work and other professions, such as teaching and nursing, in relation to membership
of professional associations and taking political action to influence government
policy (Community Care, 2006a). It is also worth noting that compulsory registration
has not necessarily led to an increased sense of professional identity for social workers
in the UK (Community Care, 2006b) and, in Canada, has contributed to the trend of
reclassifying social work positions so that they no longer require qualified and
registered social work staff (Swain, 2001).
In the USA, registration of social workers is the responsibility of state rather than
federal departments and, consequently, regulation varies slightly between states
(AASW, 2004). The National Association of Social Workers (NASW, 2006), like the
AASW, stresses in its Code of Ethics that social workers should advocate for changes in
policy and legislation to improve social conditions and promote social justice.
Political Action for Candidate Election (PACE) is a committee within the NASW that
endorses candidates for election to political office at House and Senate levels who it
identifies as supporting the NASW’s policy agenda. The NASW makes financial
contributions to election campaigns and informs NASW members about who it has
supported. States also have sub-committees of PACE that engage in the same strategy
for state elections (NASW, 2006). However, the current membership of the NASW is
nearly 150 000, making any comparison with the AASW difficult, if not irrelevant.
In New Zealand, voluntary registration of social workers was made possible
through the Social Workers Registration Board (SWRB, 2006), a separate organiza-
tion from the Aotearoa New Zealand Association of Social Workers (ANZASW).
Although registration is not compulsory, the SWRB website explains that it is
expected that most employers of social workers will eventually require social work
employees to become registered. So, although registration is voluntary, indirectly it
may become compulsory in order to gain employment as a social worker.
Registration does not require that social workers join the ANZASW; however,
because registration has been introduced, the membership of the ANZASW has
increased in 1 year from 2000 to 3000. This is considered to be partly due to the fact
that the ANZASW provides one of two competency assessment processes that enable
people to gain registration (D. Chilvers, Executive Officer ANZASW, personal
communication, 2006). It may also be that voluntary registration, as the SWRB
claims will happen, has raised the profile of social work as a ‘‘competent and
respected profession’’ (SWRB, 2006) and this has motivated social workers to join
their national association.
Therefore, increasing the membership through registration (compulsory or
voluntary) may address the structural factors that inhibit the ability of the AASW
to engage in social policy debates, assuming that the new membership support such
an agenda. However, it does not address the cultural issue of ambivalence about
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whether a professional association should be engaging in political action. A strategy
that may begin to address both the cultural and structural factors may be to raise the
profile of the AASW as an organisation that actively challenges the neoliberal agenda
for social welfare reform, promoting the opposition it already provides (Mendes,
1998). Raising its profile as a means to provide such opposition may be particularly
attractive to social workers who, because of their employment in government-funded
agencies, find it difficult to oppose initiatives, such as competitive tendering
(Holman, 1993; Hugman, 1998).
However, it has to be acknowledged that not all social workers would consider that
providing increased opposition to a neoliberal agenda is an appropriate strategy to
promote social justice and, so, this strategy may risk alienating some existing and
potential members. In addition, given that many social workers engage in political
activity as individuals and/or through other organisations, some may not agree that a
professional association should prioritise engagement in social policy debates.
Conclusion
In the present article, the author has argued that social workers, because of their
unique positioning, can and should engage in social policy debates, particularly to
provide resistance to a neoliberal agenda for social welfare, and that to achieve the
greatest impact such political activity should be collectively organised through the
AASW. Examples of ways in which the AASW has, over the years, engaged in debates
about pertinent social policy issues and mounted opposition to the neoliberal agenda
for social welfare reform have been explored. However, historical, cultural, and
structural factors that limit the extent to which the AASW engages in social policy
debates have also been identified. Historically, the AASW was not formed with
political action as its priority and this is reflected culturally in its current ordering of
priorities. It has also been suggested that a significant structural limiting factor would
appear to be the relatively small membership of the AASW and consequent lack of
resources. Given its comparative lack of revenue, a strategy for the short to medium
term, assuming that the membership want the AASW to take a more proactive stance
in relation to social policy debates, may be to direct its attention to what it can do in
partnership with other groups with similar aims and interests, as Ife (1997) suggested.
However, in the long term, membership and revenue need to increase and a strategy
to achieve this needs to be developed, as agreed by the membership. Part of a possible
strategy may be the compulsory registration of social workers, but although this may
address the structural issues identified, it would not necessarily address the cultural
issue of ambivalence about the political role of a professional association. A strategy
that may address both is the promotion of the AASW as an organisation that makes
an important contribution to social policy debates and provides a forum for all social
workers to offer strong opposition to the neoliberal agenda for social welfare reform.
These two strategies need not be separate or incompatible, but may be combined in
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creative ways and be informed by the experiences of social workers in countries where
compulsory registration is already required.
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